♦ Editorial

Abstracting Information
During the years that Clinical Nursing Research has been published, I have read a great number of abstracts. Some have been submitted to solicit feedback about the possibility of publication of an article, whereas others are the preamble to a research article. A few are written in a style now frequently required by medical journals that focus on experimental design but are not the APA style format (American Psychological Association, 2001) used by our journal's publishers. These abstracts are usually attached to an article also written in medical journal style-so perhaps we were not the first publisher contacted! It is the range of other problems identified in abstracts that I would like to address in this editorial.
Abstracts are difficult to write. Trying to identify and summarize the essentials of a lengthy article into a few terse words takes skill and artistry. Authors are told that abstracts are often the first and sometimes the only part of their research that will be read by those seeking information about the topic or research method they used. If the main points of the study have not been clearly and coherently presented, potential readers may read no further. I have identified five major problems in the course of reviewing articles for publication and have labeled them as follows: hidden results, pseudo-introduction, tabloid headline, focus on process, and cut-and-paste smorgasbord.
Initially, the hidden results abstract is written in the suggested APA format until we arrive at the Results section. There are no findings reported or any implications or application of findings. It seems as though the authors think that the results of their investigations must be kept secret until the reader has read the entire study. There is a similarity to the overview on the dust cover of a mystery story where the final clue and identity of the villain cannot be told because it will spoil the story. Remember, in research it is the results or findings that are frequently the trigger to reading the article. If they are kept secret, why bother to read something that may be of little use? Abstracts must summarize the whole study, including the final paragraphs.
The pseudo-introduction is a summary of the first few paragraphs of the study, complete with numerous references. This certainly provides information as to why the authors considered it important for the study to be done, but often details of the participants, the research design, and the findings are given short shrift. In fact, sometimes the findings are hardly mentioned or there is a focus on interpretation rather than the actual results. Due to the focus on introductory material, these abstracts frequently exceed the recommended word limits, include numerous references, and omit important parts of the method and findings.
The tabloid headline is similar in context to the editorial "come-on" that is placed at the head of a nonresearch article as an incentive for raising reader interest. Hyperbole, in terms of exaggerated adjectives, tends to be used to add interest, and the focus is placed on the more controversial or unexpected aspect of the study. Again, the nuts and bolts of research are limited and the froth receives maximum attention. These types of abstracts are often short and highly readable even though they contain insufficient essential information. Novice readers of research like these abstracts because they reflect a newspaper's reporting style.
A focus on process reminds one of the abstract that might have been part of the original research proposal because the main points are what the researcher will do. For example, literature is explored, ideas are discussed, and data will be examined, but little factual information is provided as to the outcome of the processes. These abstracts are usually written in the present tense with some slippage into the future and, like the hidden results abstract, there is little reporting of results or findings.
Finally, the cut-and-paste smorgasbord looks as though the writer thinks that all the effort taken to write the article is suffi-cient. Sentences already constructed for the article are thought to explain things so well that no rewriting is required. All that is necessary is to lift random sentences from all parts of the study to achieve the essence of summarization. This type of abstract usually has most of the content required but is not readable because the selected sentences do not blend together as a whole.
Each of these types of abstracts can be corrected with some editorial work, an understanding of the true essence of summarizing, and a sense of what the abstract is intended to do. I would suggest that anyone who intends to write an article for Clinical Nursing Research read the section in the APA style manual (American Psychological Association, 2001) that clearly spells out the requirements for an abstract. One key point refers to the density of information. Every sentence should contain factual material, and whenever possible, more than one point should be made. If you think that each of the preceding paragraphs in this editorial contain about 60 words, then an ideal abstract would be equal to two paragraphs in length. Many of the abstracts we receive are almost a page in length.
An abstract can be thought of as an explanation of your study presented to a relative who, although interested, knows little about the topic but does have a fair understanding of research methods. To sustain the relative's interest, you would probably keep the explanation as short as possible (concise and specific), accurate (with all the shorthand you may have used clearly defined), presented in the first person, and covering every aspect of the study. What was found and the use that could be made of the results would, of course, be of great interest to the relative. You would also see the blank glazed look on the relative's face when your report was vague, too long, obscure, and lacking in content.
I have not told you how to write an abstract because that is part of the uniqueness of the study that is being reported. Abstracts are usually the last part of the study to be written. By that time, you know the study intimately and should be able to be selective about important points. In trying to write an interesting, provocative abstract, one sometimes forgets to be accurate, succinct, and informative, instead detouring into the problem areas identified earlier. Remember that indexers, researchers, students, clinicians, and nonprofessionals seeking particular information may skim through your abstract. Make it easy for them to understand your study and make it seem worthwhile to read the whole article.
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